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 Representing, Remembering and Rewriting Women's Histories 
of the First World War 
 
As Dan Todman has persuasively argued, in the British popular imagination the First World 
War is associated with mud, barbed wire, the trenches and the Tommy on the Western 
Front.1 Perhaps inevitably, therefore, public commemoration of the war has often been 
dominated by a focus on the men in the armed forces, who risked or lost their lives for 
causes that at the time may or may not have seemed heroic, noble or simply unavoidable. 
The visual spectacle of WĂƵůƵŵŵŝŶƐ ?  ‘ůŽŽĚ^ǁĞƉƚ>ĂŶĚƐĂŶĚ^ĞĂƐŽĨZĞĚ ? ?ƚŚĞĂƌƚ 
installation at the Tower of London in which 888,246 ceramic poppies filled the moat from 
17 July to 11 November 2014, was the most visited artistic response to the war in its 
centenary years ?ǁŚŝůĞ:ĞƌĞŵǇĞůůĞƌ ?Ɛ ‘tĞ ?ƌĞ,ĞƌĞĞĐĂƵƐĞtĞ ?ƌĞ,ĞƌĞ ? ?ĐŽŵŵĞŵŽƌĂƚŝŶŐ
the first day of the Battle of the Somme, provided a widely seen and moving memorial to 
the victims.2  This vision of the conflict, focusing exclusively on the combatant dead, should 
not, however, become the only history of the conflict. There are, as the research brought 
together here demonstrates, multiple histories of the First World War.  
Where women have been included in centenary commemorations, certain women 
feature more than others. This selectivity in the representation of women occurred during 
the First World War itself, and since the conflict has been reproduced in museums and by 
heritage sites. It has provided a lexicon of images, impressions, roles and portrayals of 
women which still tend to shape the histories of women and the conflict. The Imperial War 
DƵƐĞƵŵ ?ƐƉƌŽũĞĐƚLives of the First World War, for example, has pulled together the life 
stories of over 8 million men and women from across Britain and the Commonwealth who 
served in uniform and worked on the Home Front during the First World War. However, its 
narrow definition of service as paid work outside the home has re-enforced the tendency to 
reproduce iconic images of nurses, munitionettes or landgirls.   
The articles in this Special Issue are drawn from papers presented at the Women, 
Gender and the First World War: Home Fronts and War Fronts conference held at the 
University of Portsmouth in October 2015.3 The articles are by both established and newly 
emerging scholars, but all build upon the work of a number of historians who, in recent 
years have resisted any simplistic framing of the debates about women and war. They do 
ŶŽƚ ?ƚŚĞŶ ?ƐƚĂŬĞĂĐůĂŝŵĨŽƌǁŽŵĞŶ ?ƐŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶĐĞŝŶthe histories of the war by presenting 
them ĂƐŚĞƌŽŝĐ ‘ĨĞŵĂůĞdŽŵŵŝĞƐ ? ?Žƌ by seeing war as an agent of positive change for 
women ?ƐƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶŝŶƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ, a perspective articulated by Arthur Marwick over fifty years 
ago.4 Rather, the articles presented here are in the tradition of historians such as Susan 
Grayzel,5 Christine Hallett,6 Deborah Thom,7 Joanna Bourke,8 Susan Pedersen,9 Karen 
Hunt,10 Susan Kingsley Kent,11 Nicoletta Gullace12 and Janet Watson13, who have sought to 
stretch, challenge, expand and rework histories of the First World War. Building on this 
historiography, they place ǁŽŵĞŶ ?ƐŚŝƐƚŽƌŝĞƐĂŶĚquestions about gender  more centrally  in 
our understanding of the conflict. Gender, class, age, and the social, cultural and economic 
specificity of the different localities in which British women lived, shaped the impact of the 
First World War on their lives. The articles in this Special Issue demonstrate that ǁŽŵĞŶ ?Ɛ
involvements in this first industrialized, mechanized total war was experienced, represented 
and remembered in the minutiae of practices, cultural interactions and emotions of their 
everyday lives in families or communities. Thus their choice of mourning dress, the music 
they listened to, the moral panics around their behaviour and the magazines in which they 
were portrayed are revealed to be an important part of the history of the First World War, 
complementing the history of soldiers on the battlefield.  
 The critical approach of Jonathan Rayner ?Ɛarticle  ‘dŚĞĂƌĞƌ ?ƚŚĞŽŵďĂƚĂŶƚ and the 
Clandestine ? ?exploring the representation of women in War Illustrated magazine, is a 
welcome contribution to contemporary scholarship. He draws our attention to how central 
images of female civilians in Europe were to British narratives of German atrocities. Further, 
he illuminates the complex representation of female nurses, who were portrayed both as 
vulnerable carers and potential victims whilst paradoxically as active heroines, involved in 
activities that could be viewed as transgressive in gender terms. ^ĂƌĂŚWĞĚĞƌƐĞŶ ?ƐĂƌƚŝĐůĞ 
 ‘Suffragettes and the Scottish Press during the First World War ? also focuses on the 
representation of women during the conflict in print media. In doing so it unpicks the myth 
that all suffragettes suspended lobbying and campaigning in order to support the war effort 
and explores some of their more complex and varied responses. The continuing lobbying of 
the British section of the  ‘tŽŵĞŶ ?Ɛ/ŶƚĞƌŶĂƚŝŽŶĂů>ĞĂŐƵĞ ? for the franchise discussed in 
^ĂƌĂŚ,ĞůůĂǁĞůů ?Ɛarticle  ‘Antimilitarism, Citizenship and Motherhood: the formation and 
early years of the Women's International League (WIL), 1915-1919 ?re-enforces this point. 
,ĞůůĂǁĞůů ?ƐĂƌƚŝĐůĞĂůƐŽƌĞǀĞĂůƐƚŚĞĞǆƚĞŶƚƚŽǁŚŝĐŚƚhe First World War amplified the 
growing pre-occupation of social welfare and medical reformers with motherhood.14 She 
explains how the WIL drew upon social and cultural experiences of motherhood both to 
challenge and to build bridges between women of enemy nations and to add weight to 
ǁŽŵĞŶ ?Ɛdemands for citizenship. Alternatively, ĂƚŚĞƌŝŶĞ>ĞĞ ?Ɛ ‘ ‘'ŝĚĚǇ'ŝƌůƐ ? ? ‘^ĐĂŶĚĂůŽƵƐ
^ƚĂƚĞŵĞŶƚƐ ?ĂŶĚĂ ‘ƵƌƐƚƵďďůĞ ? PdŚĞǁĂƌďĂďŝĞƐƉĂŶŝĐŽĨ ? ? ? ?- ? ? ? interrogates the moral 
panic around the babies that it was alleged were likely to be born to unmarried young 
ǁŽŵĞŶĂŶĚŐŝƌůƐŝŶƚŚĞŵŽŶƚŚƐƚŚĂƚĨŽůůŽǁĞĚŵĞŶ ?Ɛ ‘ƌƵƐŚƚŽƚŚĞĐŽůŽƵƌƐ ?ĂŶĚƐƵďƐĞƋƵĞŶƚ
departure to the Western Front in the early months of the war. By demonstrating that it was 
particularly young working class women who were believed to be vulnerable ƚŽ ‘ŬŚĂŬŝĨĞǀĞƌ ? ?
Lee shows how existing beliefs and prejudices could be refocused by wartime conditions. 
Practices of everyday life and the cultural production of the era also significantly or 
subtly evolved as the influence and impact of the war rippled out into music, theatre, and 
fashion. Ideas of appropriate emotional responses, displays of feelings and intimate actions 
could be stretched and reimagined. Lucie Whitmore, in her article 'A Matter of Individual 
Opinion and Feeling ?addresses the changes that took place within the culture of mourning 
dress between 1914 and 1918. She considers how attitudes towards death and the rituals 
associated with bereavement were altered by the conflict. The numbers of younger war 
widows, for example, changed what was considered appropriate dress, ĂŶĚǁŽŵĞŶ ?Ɛ
ŵĂŐĂǌŝŶĞƐďĞĂƌǁŝƚŶĞƐƐƚŽƚŚĞĞǆƚĞŶƚƚŽǁŚŝĐŚǁŽŵĞŶ ?ƐŵŽƵƌŶŝŶŐƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞƐǁĞƌĞƐŚŝĨƚŝŶŐŝŶ
response to the hundreds of thousands of war deaths. Laura Seddon ?ŝŶ ‘Gendered Musical 
Responses to First World war Experiences ?investigates how women composers responded 
to the First World War in 1915 and 1916. She suggests that this music, largely neglected by 
critics and historians, contributes to a re-evaluation of how women composers experienced 
the cultural impacts of the war.  
 Who is remembered and how they are remembered, whether at a national level or 
at an individual, family or community level, is the result of a complex interplay of different 
forces. >ƵĐǇEŽĂŬĞƐ ?s article  ?My husband is interested in war generally ?explores the 
emotional legacies of total war, drawing on a 2014 Mass Observation Directive which asked 
its panelists to reflect on their feelings about the war.  Many of them, men and women, 
focused on the ways the war had negatively impacted on their families, leaving women 
widowed, children fatherless and returning men physically and mentally scarred. She points 
out that older women often had a personal memory of the lived legacies, and felt a 
ƌĞƐƉŽŶƐŝďŝůŝƚǇƚŽƉĂƐƐŽŶƚŚĞ ‘ůĞƐƐŽŶƐ ?ŽĨǁĂƌƚŽĂǇŽƵŶŐĞƌŐĞŶĞƌĂƚŝŽŶǁŚŽ ?ƚŚĞǇĨĞĂƌĞĚ ?ŚĂĚ
little or no sense of the horrors of warfare Finally, Amanda Phipps also addresses questions 
around contemporary memories of the war in her article  ‘What the Women Did: 
remembering or reducing women of the First World War on the contemporary British stage ?. 
Here, she considers ĂƚƌŝŽŽĨǁĂƌƚŝŵĞƉůĂǇƐƌĞǀŝǀĞĚďǇdǁŽ ?ƐŽŵƉĂŶǇĂƚƚŚĞ^outhwark 
Playhouse in 2014. hŶůŝŬĞŵĂŶǇƌĞĐĞŶƚƉƌŽĚƵĐƚŝŽŶƐƚŚĂƚĨŽĐƵƐĞĚŽŶƚŚĞƐŽůĚŝĞƌ ?ƐƐƚŽƌǇ ?ƚhese 
theatrical performances brought a wider range of ǁŽŵĞŶ ?ƐƐƚŽƌŝĞƐƚŽůŝĨĞďǇƌĞǀĞĂůŝŶŐƚŚĞŝƌ
failings, suffering and ambivalence towards men. However, the fact that they were low-
budget and small-scale also demonstrates the competitive and commodified nature of 
remembrance that dictates which stories are kept alive in the twenty-first century. 
 The articles published here are only a small sample of the papers discussed at the 
conference but they have been chosen to reflect something of the diversity of topics that 
were explored. There are of course many omissions from a publication that focuses upon 
only one country and within Britain there are many geographical areas which have been 
omitted. The aim is not to offer a complete or necessarily a representative portrayal of 
contemporary scholarship on British ǁŽŵĞŶ ?ƐƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉǁŝƚŚƚŚĞ&ŝƌƐƚtŽƌůĚtĂƌ, but to 
make a contribution to what is an ongoing and evolving process of rewriting British wŽŵĞŶ ?Ɛ
histories of the conflict. We hope the material here will stimulate debate, discussion and 
further scholarship.  
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